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          FALLEN BLOODLINES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fasucriya (fa-soo-CREE-uh) - Masters of Creative Energy. Includes all Artists & Creatives. NOTE: This bloodline is believed to have no pure descendants remaining.

      

        

      
        Galdorcræft (GALL-dor-kraft) - Masters of Earth Energy. Including but not limited to: Witches, Sorcerers, Enchantresses, Elementalists, & Herbalists.

      

        

      
        Genezerue (JEN-eh-zuh-roo) - Masters of Bodily Energy (the Physical Body). Including but not limited to: Healers & Physical Empaths.

      

        

      
        Turpisi (ter-PEE-see) - Former Masters of Life Energy, now cursed to be slaves to it. Includes only Vampires.

      

        

      
        Vardiyati (var-dee-YAH-tee) - Masters of Cellular Energy. Including but not limited to: Shifters/Mimics

      

        

      
        Veiori (vay-ORR-ee) - Masters of Mind Energy (Mental and Emotional). Including but not limited to: Seers, Psychics, Communicators of the Realms, Emotional Empaths, and those gifted in the Clair Senses.

      

        

      
        PLEASE NOTE: This glossary contains only those bloodlines referenced in this volume and should not be considered a complete list of all bloodlines.

      

        

      
        ALSO NOTE: Descendants, Prodigy, Supernaturals, and Immortals refer to those whose bloodlines are descended from the original Fallen.
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      Cariad : Love/Dear

      Er mwyn y Mawredd! : For God’s sake

      ‘Machgen i : My Son

      Mam : Mother

      Mam-gu : Grandmother

      Nos da : Good night
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      I had no idea I was dead.

      No bright light beckoned in the distance, no path appeared before me, and neither pearly nor fiery gates awaited my arrival.

      Instead, there was just a peaceful oblivion deeper than any slumber I’d ever experienced, one I had no desire to escape until my husband’s anguished sobs penetrated the darkness.

      Nick was in pain, crying out as I’d never heard him before.

      I needed to reach him, to soothe him, to find the source of his torment and vanquish it.

      “Aria?” His arms were around me, and I thought I felt his hand brush back my hair. “Can you hear me? Keep fighting. I know you’re fighting. Please, Angel. Be the warrior I know you can be. Please. Don’t leave me.”

      Leave him? I’d never leave him. What is he asking me to fight? Why am I fighting, and whom? Why is Nick so distraught?

      I struggled to rouse, determined to leave the black void behind and make my way back to him.

      My body began to ache as I ventured closer to consciousness, and I groaned in protest. Pain radiated from the center of my chest, and my throat burned with thirst. My mouth was so dry it felt like I’d been wandering in the desert instead of the darkness.

      But none of that mattered once I opened my eyes and saw the agony distorting Nick’s handsome features.

      He’d begun to sob again, and I reached to cup his face, desperate to comfort him.

      “Nick? Why are you crying?” It was only then that I noticed the faint light surrounding him, almost like a crimson mist was seeping from his skin and his clothes. “And why are you glowing all over in red?”

      He pulled me to him as his cries of grief gave way to joy. “I thought I’d lost you, Angel. I thought you were gone.”

      Sharp pangs stabbed through my chest with the crush of his embrace, and I pushed against him for space and relief. Looking down for the source of my pain, I gasped in horror to see a hole punctured in my flesh. It was a nearly perfect circle except for a jagged edge on one side where the skin had been split and ripped away. There was blood everywhere, and I was freaked out not only by the wound but also by the fact that I had no memory of it. “What happened?”

      “We were attacked.” He looked up and scanned the sky as though the threat had come from the stars.

      “Attacked? What?” The concept was too foreign to comprehend, leading me to believe I must be dreaming. I even pressed my fingers to the edges of the hole to test that theory, but the pain was immediate and much too real.

      Nick gently pulled my hand away from my chest as I clenched my eyes shut, shaking my head to try and clear the lingering haze that seemed to obscure my memories in shadows.

      “Who attacked us? And why?”

      “I don’t have those answers yet, but I promise you I’ll find them. Let’s get you inside where it’s safe.”

      “Safe? We’re not safe?” Immediately on high alert, I tensed, looking around the rooftop terrace in a frantic search for the unknown danger.

      “Hey, hey, look at me,” Nick said, grasping my chin to gently turn my face to him. “You’re safe. I’ve got you, and I’m not going to let anything happen to you. We need to get inside though, and we need to get you to a healer.”

      He scooped me up against his chest and rose to standing as if I weighed no more than our six-year-old daughter. Then, he took off running toward the glass doors, and the world became a dizzying kaleidoscope around us. I closed my eyes to quell the wave of nausea it caused, wrapping my arms around his neck to hold on, even though he held me so tightly I was in no danger of falling.

      In mere seconds, we’d reached the entrance to the building, where Nick leaned forward to bend and look into the glass circle on the silver panel next to the door. A red light flashed behind the glass, and Nick frowned. With a growl in his throat, he shifted my weight in his arms so he could bend and look again, but it still flashed red. He jerked at the door handle with a stream of curses, and then he roared in frustration.

      “What’s wrong? Why isn’t it opening?” I asked, my alarm rising with my fear. “Why would your family lock us out?”

      “They didn’t. All the doors on the roof are locked so no one can access the building from here. Only those with clearance can activate the retinal scanner. Security must have removed my profile when I left the Gilde.”

      “Who’s going to access the building from the roof?” I couldn’t make sense of any of it as I swallowed against the burn in my throat, frowning at the odd taste in my mouth. “We’re on top of a skyscraper, for God’s sake. They’d have to come in by helicopter or parachute.”

      “You’re assuming the intruders would be human. Not everyone needs machinery to get up here.”

      That observation only amped up my anxiety, especially when Nick kept looking to the skies and scanning the terrace as though he expected our attackers to return at any moment.

      “I need to call someone to let us in,” he said. “Unfortunately, I threw my phone over there somewhere. Do you think you’d be able to stand? Just for a minute?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      He set me down gently, keeping one hand on my shoulder and one on my hip until he was certain I was steady. “Just lean back against the wall and take it easy, okay? No sudden movements, and if you feel dizzy, sit down.”

      “Who, me? I’m ready to run a marathon.”

      Nick frowned at my sarcasm. “I’m serious, Aria. You lost a lot of blood and took a direct hit to the chest, so until we can see a healer, I’m not taking any chances. I can’t bear to lose you again.”

      My gaze fell to his shoulder, where a hole had been ripped through the blood-soaked fabric.

      “Oh my God, Nick! You got hit too!”

      I pushed aside the torn material to examine his wound, surprised to see a fresh pink scar instead of the bloody mess I’d expected.

      He reached and pulled my hand away from his shoulder to press my knuckles to his lips. “I’m fine. Already healed, so don’t worry about me. I’ve gotta get that phone. I’ll be right back. Keep your eyes open, and if you see anything move—anything at all—you tell me.”

      I nodded, and then he was gone so quickly he seemed nothing but a blur. Under normal circumstances, I might have found the reminder that my husband wasn’t human unsettling, but at the moment, Nick being a vampire was the least of my concerns. If anything, I was comforted by the fact. It would make him a more formidable opponent for whoever had attacked us.

      I looked to the stars as Nick had, but I had no idea what to watch for. The fear coursing through my veins and the overall sense of being defenseless felt unnatural to me. I’d worked for years to hone my martial arts skills so that I could feel confident in my ability to defend myself in almost any situation, but I was out of my element here. I didn’t have a clue who or what we were dealing with, and I’d already taken a hit from an enemy I never saw before I even knew there was a battle.

      On top of that, I’d never known Nick to be anxious. If he was worried about our assailants returning, then I figured I had good reason to be concerned.

      In no time at all, he was back in front of me, holding his cell phone in one hand and the bloodied shaft of an arrow in the other.

      Seeing it triggered a memory of looking down at that shaft protruding from my chest, and with that one vision, the fog inside my head cleared, and everything came flooding back.

      We’d been at his mother’s charity ball, dancing and talking with people Nick knew. He’d gone to talk to his stepmother and stepbrother, leaving me behind to chat with a couple he trusted to keep watch over me. But then a man had come and said Nick was waiting for me. That Nick had a surprise…something he wanted to show me. The man was in an employee uniform, and Nick’s friends weren’t concerned, so I thought nothing of following him to the elevator and then out to the roof terrace. It wasn’t until we’d reached the roof and Nick wasn’t there that I began to question my decision to go with the man. He assured me Nick would join me soon though, and then he left me.

      Only a couple of minutes had passed before Nick burst through the doors. One minute I’d been standing there smiling at my husband, happy to see him and more than a bit relieved, and then, out of nowhere, fire had exploded in my chest, the force knocking me flat on my back as the arrow tore into me.

      My entire body recoiled with the recollection of the most intense pain I’d ever experienced, and I looked to Nick, feeling terrified and confused, but also angry and in need of answers.

      “What the hell? Someone shot at us with arrows? Who would do such a thing? Why would anyone shoot arrows at us? What’s going on?”

      “I wish I knew,” Nick said with a frown, sliding the phone into his back pocket. “When I find out, whoever is behind this is going to wish they’d never been born. But right now, I need to find a phone. Mine’s completely dead now.”

      “But if we can’t get inside, we’re sitting ducks. Can’t you just go all big bad vampire and break the door down? You’re like super-strong now, right?”

      “These doors are fortified specifically to protect against intruders with supernatural strength, so that’s a no-go.”

      “Is there another way inside from up here? Another door?”

      “They would all be locked. However, I do know where there may be another phone close by. In the summer, this terrace is filled with plants and flowers, so there’s a gardener’s workshop just around the corner. It should have a working landline.”

      “It’s not far?”

      “No,” Nick said, looking over his shoulder. “Not far at all.”

      “Then, let’s go. What are we waiting for?”

      He bent to pick me up again, but I protested.

      “I can walk.”

      He frowned, his dark brown eyes filled with concern. “Are you sure you’re up to it?”

      “Yeah, I think so. You have an injured shoulder. You don’t need to be carrying me around.”

      “I told you my shoulder is fine. Don’t worry about me. We can move faster if I carry you.”

      “Maybe so, but I’d rather you have your hands free in case we encounter a problem. I think I can walk. You said it’s not too far.”

      “It’s not. I just worry about you passing out or falling.”

      “I get it, but honestly, I feel okay. I mean, yeah, I’m weirded out that someone tried to kill us, and my chest hurts, but I don’t feel lightheaded or weak-kneed or anything like that. Maybe it’s the adrenaline rush, you know. You read all the time about people walking for miles on a broken leg to get help or mothers being able to lift a car off their babies. I’ll probably be writhing in pain the minute we get inside, but for now, I think I can make it.”

      “All right.” He brushed the backs of his fingers against my cheek. “If you change your mind, just say the word, and I’m happy to carry you.”

      He extended his hand, and I took it, looking down at the arrow in his other hand.

      “Are you keeping that as a souvenir?” I asked with an arched brow.

      “It’s evidence, and I want the lab to run some tests on it.”

      “What kind of tests?”

      “Every test they can think of. Now, stay close to me, and keep your eyes peeled.”

      As we started to make our way across the terrace, my heart pounded so loudly I was certain Nick could hear it with his freakish supersonic hearing. My palm felt sweaty pressed against his cool one, and every shadow in my peripheral seemed to move as I watched for anyone coming after us.

      For the entire length of the structure that enclosed the elevator lobby and staircase, Nick kept me next to the wall, angling his body to ensure I was behind him. As we neared the end of the wall, he motioned for me to hang back, and then he moved forward to make sure no one was hiding around the corner.

      It was only then that I realized he was favoring his right leg ever so slightly. Through the tear in his pants leg, I caught a glimpse of a nasty scar on his shin.

      “Your leg! You didn’t tell me you were hit in the leg too.”

      “It’s no big deal,” he said, barely sparing the leg a glance.

      “You’re limping.”

      “It’s still a bit tender, but it’ll be fine once it’s had a chance to heal properly. You don’t need to worry. I promise.”

      He took my hand again and led me around the corner. Without the shelter of the wall to block the wind, it was much breezier, loosening strands of my hair from the beautiful updo Cricket had created for me. The sheer panels of my skirt whipped behind me, exposing my legs further, and I shivered, wishing I’d at least worn a shawl over my bare shoulders.

      “Are you cold? Here.” Nick took off his jacket, and then he held it up for me to stick my arms in the sleeves. “Better?”

      “Much. Thanks.”

      “The workshop is just up ahead.”

      I felt some measure of relief at seeing the small windowless building a short distance away, but I didn’t dare relax, not even when we’d reached it safely.
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      With another quick glance toward the skies as we approached the workshop, Nick stepped forward and tried the knob.

      “Locked?” I asked when he grimaced and pulled his hand away.

      “Yeah. I figured it would be. I should be able to bust this one open, though. It’s just wood.”

      He slammed his uninjured shoulder into the door, which gave way with his first attempt. After flipping on the light, he stepped aside to make room for me. Once I was inside with him, he moved to the door frame to keep watch as he reached to grab the phone receiver hanging on the wall.

      “Does it work?” I asked, sighing in relief when he nodded.

      He punched the zero on the phone’s keypad. “Connect me with security, please.”

      Glancing around the shed, I was surprised to see how well organized it was. Built-in cabinets and bins lined the left wall, and along the right side was a work counter that held a large sink with more cabinets above it and open shelving below it. Gardening tools hung from a pegboard filling the back wall.

      “This is Nicolaas VanCleave,” he said into the phone, and I turned in surprise at the use of his father’s last name. “My wife and I are locked out on the roof terrace of the West Tower. I need you to override the scanner and open the door. Yes, I’ll hold.”

      It was the first time I’d ever heard him identify himself as a VanCleave. He’d begun using Gaenor, his mother’s maiden name, when he transitioned to being human, and he’d been Nick Gaenor when he married me and adopted my daughter.

      I supposed it would make sense for him to return to VanCleave now that he was president of VanCleave Blood Industries and the larger organization above it, the Gilde, but what would that mean for Sage and me? I was already reluctant to give up the simple life we’d led for the five years we’d been married. Letting go of the name we shared seemed another step away from the roots we’d built together.

      “What do you mean, you can’t open the door? Did you tell your supervisor who’s asking?” Nick rubbed his hand over his head as he listened, and then he stepped closer to the doorway to look outside. “You need to have your supervisor speak with Francesca Giatelli. She’ll approve it.”

      He held for a short pause, his eyes on the sky, and then, when security came back on the line, Nick swore and slammed his hand against the busted door frame, splintering the wood even further. “What do you mean she refused? That’s ludicrous. We’re stranded, and I have reason to believe we are in danger. I need that door open now. Tell Francesca I want to speak to her myself. Yes, I’ll hold but tell her she damned well better hurry.”

      Normally, Nick was the epitome of calm, cool, and collected. It took a lot to ruffle his feathers, and to see how unnerved he was only served to amp up my anxiety.

      I moved closer to him, and though his scowl didn’t soften as he turned to me, he put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me to his side, kissing the top of my head.

      In this position, I could clearly hear the voice of his mother’s right hand man coming through the other end of the line. “Nicolaas?”

      “Graeco, thank God,” Nick said, groaning with relief as he tightened his hold on me. “Aria and I are stranded on the West Tower roof terrace. The scanner isn’t recognizing me. I think security must have erased my profile when I left, and Francesca is refusing to allow them to manually override the system.”

      “Unfortunately, your clearance isn’t the issue,” Graeco said. “The entire building is in lockdown. We’ve had a series of simultaneous security breaches in what appears to be a coordinated attack, so we’ve locked all the retinal scanners and sealed all entries and exits.”

      Nick’s eyes flew to mine, and the alarm I felt was mirrored there. I’d assumed once we got inside we’d be safe, but if the whole complex was a target, then being indoors might not provide the sanctuary I’d hoped for.

      Releasing me, Nick stepped closer to the door, peering out into the night for any sign of danger. “Where’s my mother? Is she safe?”

      I was no longer close enough to make out Graeco’s words, but I assumed Gwen must be safe based on the brief moment of relief that passed across Nick’s features before the hard lines of tension settled back in again.

      Graeco’s voice continued to buzz on the other end of the line, and then Nick said, “You can add the roof to your inventory of security breaches. Aria was led up here under false pretenses, and then we were both attacked by a Vardiyati with a crossbow.”

      That kernel of information startled me. I wasn’t aware he’d seen our assailant, and while I hadn’t had any clue who it might be, I was shocked to hear it was a Vardiyati, which was the shifter bloodline if I remembered correctly.

      “Oh, I’m certain,” Nick said to Graeco. “I chased him to the edge of the roof, and then he shifted. Any idea who’s behind this? Anyone claim responsibility yet?”

      He paused to listen to Graeco, and then he stepped outside the door as far as the phone’s cord would reach so he could survey our surroundings again.

      “Make it fast. I don’t think they’d be stupid enough to return and try to finish the job, but I’m not willing to take that chance with Aria already injured. Right. That makes sense. Yeah, thanks.”

      “What happened? Is everyone okay?” I asked as he reached to hang up the phone.

      He dragged his hand down his face with a loud exhale. “No one else was injured, but my mother’s penthouse was ransacked, Valentina’s residence was broken into, and an attempt was made to gain access to the lab, although thankfully, the security measures held there.”

      Holy hell. This was big. Who on earth would attack a family as powerful as Nick’s? And with such obvious forethought and coordination?

      “What do we do now?”

      “We need to get moving. Graeco is in the East Tower, so he’s going to meet us there.” Grabbing the arrow from the counter where he’d laid it, he tucked it into the back of his waistband, pulling his shirt out to cover it.

      “Wait,” I said when he reached to take my hand. I went to the pegboard on the back wall and pulled down a shovel, testing its weight before shifting to hold it across my body in a defensive position.

      The corner of Nick’s mouth lifted in some semblance of a grin as he narrowed his eyes.

      “Are you planning to take out a Vardiyati with that?’

      “I may not be able to take one out, but I damned well might be able to slow one down.”

      He chuckled in response, and I couldn’t help but appreciate how rakishly handsome Nick was when he grinned.

      “I have no doubt you could do some damage, my badass angel, but I’m hoping we don’t have to put that theory to the test. Whoever did this has to know the entire building is on high alert by now. I don’t think we’ll see them again tonight.”

      “I’d rather carry it, just in case.”

      “Then, carry it you shall,” he said, clasping the back of my neck as he leaned in to give me a quick kiss. “Let’s go.”

      He led me out of the workshop and in the opposite direction of the way we’d come, sticking close to a long row of large, raised vents that provided at least some protection against the wind.

      Despite his assurance that he didn’t expect our attackers to return, Nick kept watching for them, and so I did as well, though I had no idea what I was looking for.

      “You told Graeco the Vardiyati shifted at the edge of the roof. Shifted into what?”

      “A bird.”

      “A bird?” I dropped his hand and stopped in stunned amazement. “They can shift into birds?”

      “Vardiyati can shift into any living being. Most have a preference for one particular creature, and they stick with that so it becomes second nature to exist in that form, but technically, they can become any type of being they choose.”

      “Holy crap. I need to be on the lookout for a bird the size of a human?”

      “No. A large bird, yes, but not as big as a human.” Nick chuckled again, and this time instead of thinking he was handsome, I wanted to hit him with my shovel.

      “This is not funny! It may be normal for you, but I don’t hang out with people who change into birds and fly away. Forgive me if I’m freaking out a little over here, okay?”

      Holding up his hands, he tried to contain his grin. “You’re right, you’re right. I’m sorry. It was just the look on your face. I can’t even imagine what you must have been picturing in your head.”

      “Yeah, well, right now I’m picturing whacking you across the ass with this shovel for laughing at me. It’s hard enough to believe people can shift at all, but in the movies, they shift into something comparable in size, like a huge wolf. I don’t see how on earth they could shift into something smaller than they are. How is that even possible? It can’t be real. I mean, I know it is. I know you’re telling the truth, but I can’t believe something like that exists.”

      “Humans aren’t supposed to know of such things.”

      “With good reason. The world is screwed up enough without everyone knowing we’re surrounded by the creatures from our nightmares.”

      “I wouldn’t say surrounded. Humans greatly outnumber the bloodline descendants. Granted, we have a higher concentration here in New York and most other major cities, but even here, the odds of you encountering a supernatural are relatively low.”

      “Wow. I guess I’m extraordinarily lucky then. I visit one club in the city and meet a vampire and end up marrying him, and then, I attend one ball in the city and end up with a—” I looked down at my chest and my next words stayed trapped in my throat.  My wound was no longer bleeding at all, and the hole was almost completely closed. The reddened area surrounding it had lessened, and it looked as though it had been days—maybe even weeks—since it happened. Certainly not less than an hour.

      “How is this possible?” I pressed my fingers to the edges, and though it was still tender, it didn’t hurt anything like it had before. “How could it already be healing?”

      As I asked the question, I recalled Nick’s wounds already forming scars that looked similar to my own. But I knew that was because of what my husband was—an immortal being. A vampire. Nearly indestructible since his body repaired itself rapidly after suffering almost any injury.

      But me? I was human. There was no way I’d recovered so quickly from an arrow directly to my chest. Unless…

      “What did you do?” I asked Nick, stepping back as I looked up at him for answers. “Did you give me your blood? Is that what I’ve been tasting?”

      “I tried.” He cast his eyes down, bowing his head as though he was ashamed. “I didn’t know what else to do. You’d lost so much of your own, and your pulse was terribly weak. You were dying. I could hear your heart stopping, and I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you. I tried to give you some of my blood in hopes it might ease your pain. That it might save you. Even though I feared it couldn’t. That it wouldn’t. I was desperate. I had to try.”

      I thought again of the darkness that had surrounded me—the oblivion—and I had no doubt Nick was right. I’d been close to death; perhaps even beyond it for a moment.

      “You saved my life,” I whispered, and his gaze met mine.

      “I don’t know what saved you or why you’re healing like that, but I don’t see how it could have been me. You were too far gone to consume enough to make a difference. You couldn’t even swallow.”

      “But clearly I’m not dead, so something you did worked.” And if it worked, what did that mean? I feared the answer but needed to know. “Do you think it…did it…you know…turn me?”

      “No, definitely not,” Nick said, shaking his head. “Even if I could turn someone, and we know I can’t, remember I told you there’s a process involved. Ingesting a minute amount of my blood would not have caused that. You have nothing to worry about in that regard.”

      “Are you sure? Because this—” I pointed to my chest. “—is not normal. I clearly remember that arrow being lodged pretty deep before I passed out. It left a hole, Nick. How is it almost healed already?”

      He frowned as he stared at my injury. “I don’t know, but I know you’re not a vampire, so get that out of your head.”

      He seemed so sure, but his denial wasn’t enough to convince me as I added up what I knew.

      “Ever since I came to, I’ve been so thirsty that I feel like my throat is on fire. Thirstier than I’ve ever been before. And I don’t feel like I almost died. I do feel like I’m going to puke, but I think that’s just anxiety, because other than that, I feel great. And I shouldn’t after suffering that kind of injury. My chest is tender, but not like it got split open by a damned arrow inches from my heart. Oh, my God! Do I have fangs?” I tilted my head back and opened my mouth as wide as I could, too scared to run my tongue across my teeth and find out for myself.

      “No, Aria,” Nick said, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck. “You don’t have fangs.”

      “You didn’t even look.” I opened my mouth again, but he rolled his eyes without inspecting me.

      “I don’t have to look to tell that you don’t have fangs. Trust me, Angel. If you did, you’d know. And if you were thirsting for blood, you’d know that, too. It’s more than having a parched throat. Your thirst is likely due to the loss of blood. Losing that much fluid can send your body into a dehydrated state.”

      I dared to venture a tiny swipe of my tongue beneath my front teeth, relieved when I encountered nothing sharp or out of place, but then I pointed to my chest again. “Okay, fine, maybe I’m dehydrated. But how do you explain this?”

      “I can’t, which is all the more reason to get you checked out by a healer as soon as possible. You’re right. It’s not normal. I heard your heart stop. I felt the life energy leave your body. And then I heard your heart start back up, and you returned to me. I’ll be forever grateful for that, but I want to know what caused it just as much as you do.” He looked over his shoulder and then up before looking back at me. “Obviously, we’ve got a lot of questions here that need to be answered, but Graeco is waiting, and even though I don’t expect those assholes to return, I’d much rather have this conversation inside where we’re not easy targets. Can we shelve this for now and keep moving?”

      I couldn’t argue that the time and place weren’t right, but I also couldn’t stop thinking about it. Something was off with my body, and it seemed to me if the only person I’d been in contact with was a vampire, then that had to be the explanation. As much as I hoped it wasn’t true for my daughter’s sake, Nick’s blood had done something to me.

      Swallowing hard, I tried to gauge how intense the burn was in my throat. It didn’t feel unmanageable. Certainly nothing that would make me go crazy and hurt others.

      Could Nick be right? Was it just dehydration? Was it possible his blood had healed me without any other side effects?

      I hoped that was the case. But Nick had said he didn’t believe I’d gotten enough of his blood to accomplish anything.

      If that was the case, then what had healed me? And was I still human?
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      As we continued toward the door where Graeco would be waiting, I replayed the evening in my head.

      I couldn’t believe I’d been shot by someone. And not just someone, but a Vardiyati. As far as I knew, I’d never even met a Vardiyati. It was impossible to know for sure. It’s not like the descendants of the ancients wear name tags or carry banners professing their origin and abilities. I could have met one at the party tonight or at the memorial service at Gwen’s estate without realizing it.

      Was the man who’d led me to the roof a Vardiyati as well?

      I couldn’t believe I’d been foolish enough to go with some random guy I’d never met. It was as if I’d been so dazed by attending a fancy ball with the ultra-wealthy and the supernatural that I’d thrown my customary caution out the window and allowed this stranger to isolate me away from the crowd.

      “You all right?” Nick squeezed my hand. “You’re awfully quiet.”

      “I’m just thinking how stupid I was to leave the party with that guy. I willingly followed him right into a trap and didn’t see it coming. I never thought I’d be such easy prey.”

      Nick’s jaw tightened, deepening his frown. “You can’t think that way. How could you have known his intentions?”

      “That’s the point, babe. I didn’t know his intentions, and therefore, I shouldn’t have gone with him so readily. When he said you wanted me to see the moon, I was all in. You and I have always kind of had a thing for the moon, so I didn’t even question it.”

      “Tell me exactly what he said to you,” Nick said, his scowl dark.

      “He said that you were waiting for me on the rooftop terrace. That you didn’t want me to miss the view of the full moon shining over the city, and that you’d asked him to escort me to you. It never crossed my mind that I might be in danger until we reached the roof and you weren’t there.”

      Nick made a sound deep in his throat that sounded like a growl. “Do you remember what he looked like?”

      “He was tall. Not as tall as you, but definitely at least six feet. He was slender. Dark blond hair. Blue eyes. White tuxedo jacket and black pants, like every other server working the party. I’d say mid-thirties, but if he wasn’t human, who the hell knows?” I shrugged and let out a heavy sigh of frustration. “It’s not like I have any way of knowing who’s who and what’s what. He didn’t give off any creepy vibes, but I guess my instincts in that regard are clearly not as strong as I thought.”

      “You can’t blame yourself.” He reached to put his arm around me, pulling me to his side as we walked. “It was a reasonable assumption to think you’d be safe with someone in my family’s employ.”

      I frowned as I recalled the server’s smile and his easygoing nature. “He was so polite. He didn’t seem nervous at all. But he had to know, right? Is it possible someone gave him bad information? Like, maybe someone legitimately told him you wanted me to come to the roof? I hate to think that he rode all the way up in the elevator making small talk with me, knowing the whole time I was meant to die at the end of the ride.”

      “It doesn’t matter what he was told. He never should have left you there alone. If he thought you were to meet me, he should have waited with you until I arrived.”

      We were approaching a ledge. A building I assumed to be the East Tower loomed ahead, soaring several stories above the rooftop we were on. But between us and it was a lower building. They were all joined, but the drop to get onto the lower building was at least twenty feet.

      “How do we get down?” I asked, looking left and right for a ladder or stairs.

      “We’re gonna jump.”

      He bent to pick me up, and I backed away from him, my mouth falling open in disbelief. “Are you insane? We can’t jump from here.”

      “Sure, we can. Do you trust me?”

      “In theory, yes, but that doesn’t mean I’m willing to plummet over the side of a building with you. I’ve already been shot in the chest tonight. I don’t need a broken leg too. I may not have enough of your miracle mojo left in my system to heal me again.”

      “You don’t have to jump. You just need to hold on. I’ll jump.”

      “No. This is crazy.” I shook my head, looking again for an alternate route. “There has to be another way.”

      “If we walk all the way across to the front of the building, there’s a metal ladder, but it’s old, and it’s a straight, vertical climb. You’d have a better chance of breaking something going down those rickety rungs in your strappy heels than you do if I jump while holding you. And my way is much quicker.”

      I started to protest again, but a gust of wind whipped across the rooftop, pulling more strands of my hair from the pins holding them in place. I glanced up, fearing the wind had been stirred by the flapping of human-size wings above me, and though the sky was clear, I was reminded there were things more frightening than the jump.

      “All right, whatever. Let’s get it over with.”

      “Why don’t you toss the shovel down first?”

      I moved forward and leaned to look over the edge, immediately wishing I hadn’t. “Oh, God. I can’t believe you’re making me do this. What if you drop me?”

      The corner of Nick’s mouth lifted ever so slightly. “I won’t.”

      “But what if you do?”

      “I won’t.”

      “What if you fall when we land? Your leg is injured.”

      “My leg is fine. I’m sure I’ll feel the impact more than I usually would, but it’ll be okay. I won’t fall, and I won’t drop you. I promise.”

      With a stream of muttered curses, I tossed the shovel over the edge and stepped closer to Nick, who had pulled the arrow out of his waistband to hold it for the jump.

      “You better not drop me,” I said as he bent to scoop me up into his arms. “And you better not break your leg or anything. I want to go on record as saying I think this is a bad idea.”

      “Duly noted. Now, hold on.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck as he stepped to the ledge and leapt.

      Air whooshed up around us as we dropped, and my stomach seemed to hover near my throat, but then with a jarring jolt, Nick landed, cradling me against his chest.

      “See?” he said against my temple. “I told you I wouldn’t drop you.”

      “That was insane,” I whispered, a bit breathless. “It was also a bit of a rush, to be honest, but you still shouldn’t have done it. Are you okay? How’s your leg?”

      “I’m good. I thought I told you not to worry about me.” He bent his head to brush his lips against mine, and then his gaze traveled over me. “You sure you’re all right?”

      “I think so.”

      With one more quick kiss, he set me gently on my feet and bent to retrieve my shovel. “Your weapon, milady.”

      “Thanks,” I said, suddenly feeling foolish for having grabbed it. We’d seen no more assailants, and I wasn’t sure what I would be able to do against a supernatural being even if we did. I still felt better with it than without it, though, so I continued to carry it as we walked on.

      “It’s not too much farther,” Nick said with a glance upward as he tucked the arrow back into his waistband. “The entrance is just on the other side of that cooling tower."

      “Why would a Vardiyati want to kill us? And why would they attack your family? Is there some kind of beef between them?”

      “Everyone has a beef with my family in one way or another.”

      “Why?”

      “Many reasons,” he said, shrugging his uninjured shoulder. “Over the years, my parents amassed a great deal of wealth and power, and they made enemies along the way. There's always someone who feels scorned or cheated. Some who want a piece of what we have, and others who feel we have no right to have it.”

      “Why would you have no right to have it if your parents worked for it?”

      “The Turpisi curse. We’re supposed to suffer, remember? My father’s work made life easier for our kind. Some say he circumvented the punishment and defied the curse.”

      “That’s ridiculous. You shouldn’t be punished because of something your ancestor did thousands of years ago.”

      “That is the point of a curse placed on one’s descendants, my love.”

      “You’re telling me it doesn’t matter how you live your life? It doesn’t matter that your dad helped people and did good things despite what was done to him? That’s screwed up. And for other people to think that gives them the right to attack you is even more screwed up.”

      “It’s not that they have the right to attack. Some just do.”

      “Does this sort of thing happen often?”

      “Yes and no. In the modern era, attacks usually come in the form of power grabs and political maneuvers. They go after our financial bottom line or attempt to curtail our research. It’s been a long time since anyone resorted to something this direct. This…personal.”

      “Do you think whoever did this tonight could be the same people responsible for your father’s death?”

      He shrugged again, but with both shoulders this time. “It’s possible.”

      “This is unreal. Would they seriously kill him just for improving the quality of life for his family and others like you?”

      “We don’t know why he was murdered, and we don’t know why we were targeted tonight. Like I said before, our family has enemies for many reasons, and when it comes to Papa, his work was controversial in more ways than one.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Papa’s main focus has always been the Turpisi, but he studied all the bloodlines and what makes each unique. That’s how he discovered what made our biology different from the rest and came up with the idea for the custom cocktails. He altered the chemical make-up of the blood to minimize our less than desirable traits.” Nick rubbed his knuckles across his chin. “He knew more about the biology of the bloodlines than anyone. It stands to reason that if he could find a way to change how Turpisi react to stimuli and how our bodies function, he’d be able to do the same with the other bloodlines. In theory, he could diminish their abilities the same way he diminished our detriments.”

      “So, they saw him as a threat?”

      “There were those who did, yes, but they were wrong about him. My father was very aware of the grave responsibility that came with the knowledge he’d gained. He went to great lengths to protect that knowledge, because in the wrong hands, that could be disastrous. Obviously.”

      “Is that why they wanted to break into the lab? To steal his secrets?”

      “Could be.”

      “And now that he’s gone, you’re the keeper of that knowledge.” The realization felt like a punch in the gut as I considered what that meant. “Is that why they targeted us? Is that why they want us dead?”

      “I honestly don’t know. Very few people know of my decision to return. It’s impossible to know why this happened or who’s behind it until we get more information, so let’s not get ourselves worked up jumping to conclusions, okay?”

      But my mind had already jumped from one terrifying conclusion to another. “Oh my God, Nick! What if they went after Sage?”

      His eyes narrowed as he considered it, and then he gave a quick shake of his head. “This was an attack on the Gilde. Or on VCBI. There’s no reason to believe Sage would be involved.”

      “No reason? How can you say that? What makes you think they wouldn’t go after your daughter if they tried to kill your wife? We have to get in touch with Angie. We have to warn her. What if we’re too late?”

      “The Code prohibits any unprovoked attacks on humans. The Council may be lax on enforcement with many issues, but on that, it never compromises. It does still happen on occasion, of course; there are always those who are willing to disregard the law. But to go after a human child in such a high-profile manner would incur the Council’s wrath in its most severe form. Whoever is responsible for tonight’s madness would know that.”

      Despite his assurances that we didn’t need to worry, his jaw had tightened, and his grip on my hand had become almost painful. He had also picked up our pace, and I had to practically jog to keep up with him, which was no easy feat in stilettos.

      When we reached the cooling tower, he stopped to peek around the edge, and then we continued around the corner to enter a long, narrow passage between rows of equipment. At the end of the passage was a set of double doors held open by two hulking men in black suits.

      Graeco stepped forward between them, flanked by two more equally mammoth men.

      They presented quite the formidable welcoming party, but their size wasn’t what stopped me in my tracks.
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      In all the chaos since I’d awakened from the dark oblivion, I’d forgotten about the red mist around Nick. As I turned to him, I realized it was still there if I looked for it, but it was nowhere near as bright as the red cloud swirling around Graeco and his men.

      “What’s wrong?” Nick asked as he stopped beside me.

      Looking back toward the waiting vampires, I stared at the shimmering vapor with a mixture of horror and curiosity. “Do you see what I’m seeing?”

      “What? That’s just Graeco and his security detail. They’re here to help us. C’mon.”

      I stood rooted to the ground as I squinted and then closed my eyes and reopened them, but the mysterious red cloud remained.

      “Aria?” Nick squeezed my hand. “Babe? What’s going on? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      A ghost, no. But another sign that something was very off with me, yes.

      Perhaps it was some after-effect of being shot and losing so much blood, or maybe I’d hit my head when I’d fallen backwards from the force of the arrow.

      Either way, something wasn’t right, and I had the strangest instinct to keep it to myself. Almost like a voice inside my head—not my own voice, weirdly—was warning me not to reveal what I was seeing.

      I didn’t get the feeling that I was in danger, and there was no vibe that the men meant me harm, but somewhere deep inside me, I knew it was best to limit what we told others about the changes I was experiencing.

      “Aria, what’s wrong?” Nick repeated as he rested his hands gently on my shoulders and bent so we were eye-to-eye. “What’s going on?”

      Aware the vampires watching me possessed exceptional hearing, I stepped in closer to Nick, wrapping one arm around his neck to pull him to me so I could place my mouth next to his ear.

      “I don’t want everyone to know about me,” I whispered soft and low.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know, healing so quickly and, um, coming back from being dead, or whatever that was. I think we should keep all this to ourselves until we know more about what’s happening to me.”

      Nick pulled back, confusion clouding his eyes, but when he spoke, he kept his voice low. “I already told Graeco you were injured, and we’re both covered in your blood, which I guarantee they can already scent. They’ll be able to tell you’re no longer bleeding. They can see the scar and how much it’s healed.”

      “Then I’ll cover it up.” I pulled his jacket more snugly around me and overlapped the lapels to hide my chest. “We can say the arrow grazed me. It grazed my breast. Undoubtedly, they won’t expect me to put that on public display.”

      “We need answers, though. You need to see a healer. You need to be examined.”

      “Fine, but it needs to be a healer you know personally. Someone you trust to be discreet. And for now, we tell no one else.”

      “I don’t know, Angel.” He rubbed his hand over his hair, shaking his head. “To get to the bottom of what happened here tonight, we have to tell the truth.”

      I groaned in frustration and struggled to keep my voice low. “Look, I can’t explain why, but my gut is telling me to keep quiet. I have to trust that, and I know it doesn’t make sense, but I’m asking you to trust it too. Please.”

      He stared at me so intently it seemed as though he was trying to see inside my mind. His jaw was still tight, and the deep lines etched across his face belied the internal conflict warring inside him.

      But then with a quick and subtle nod, he pulled me into his arms and whispered against my hair. “Okay. We’ll play it your way. We’ll say as little as possible.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Nicolaas? Aria?” Graeco called out. “Everything all right?”

      I moved to pull away, but Nick tightened his embrace. He cupped my cheek in his hand, bringing his lips to mine in a gentle kiss that sent shivers racing down my spine despite the less than ideal circumstances.

      Releasing me, he called out, “We’re good.”

      With his eyes locked on mine, he took my hand and turned to continue toward the doors.

      As we approached the group, Graeco lifted his chin in an acknowledgment to Nick. His eyes fell to the torn and bloodstained fabric on Nick’s shoulder and the larger stain covering the front of his shirt. Then the older vampire’s piercing gaze shifted to examine me from head to toe. “Nick said the two of you were attacked. Are you all right? How badly were you injured?”

      “I’m good, thanks. Just a graze. Nothing too serious, thankfully.” I clutched the jacket lapels tighter under the scrutiny of his stare, which lingered uncomfortably long on my exposed neck. Perhaps it was a bad idea to seek shelter amid a group of vampires while covered in my own blood. “I need to call my daughter, and Nick’s phone is dead. May I use yours?”

      Graeco frowned, his tone apologetic as he said, “Normally, I would say yes, of course, but given the current crisis, I need to keep my line open to communicate with Madame and Francesca. There’s a phone inside you can use though.”

      With a lifted brow, he looked down at the shovel I carried, and an embarrassed heat rushed to my cheeks.

      “Um, I, uh, I grabbed this from the gardener’s shed, so I’d, um, have a weapon. You know, in case, well, in case they came back.”

      His stony expression was hard to read, but when he spoke, I thought I detected both humor and respect in his voice. “I see. I don’t think you’ll need that any longer. We’ll ensure you’re well protected.”

      Nick stepped closer to me, moving his hand to rest on my lower back. “She can hold onto it if she prefers.”

      “Of course,” Graeco said with a nod.

      “No, I don’t need it,” I said. “If they can get through the six of you, nothing I’m gonna do with a shovel would stop them.”

      “You sure?” Nick asked. “You can keep it if you want.”

      “I’m good. I just want to get to a phone.”

      Nick took the shovel from me and handed it to one of Graeco’s men, then he pointed toward the building we’d come from. “There should be a crossbow lying about ten feet from the end of the ductwork on the north side of the West Tower. Our assailant was wearing gloves, so I doubt we’ll find any prints, but have the bow tested just in case. Get any other info you can from it. I want to know who bought it, where, when, how—every detail. Test it for any toxins as well.”

      I was surprised he didn’t mention the arrow in the back of his waistband, and I realized then he had untucked his shirt as we walked, effectively hiding it from view.

      Graeco motioned to the guards on either side of him. “Retrieve the bow and bring it to the lab. Keep your wits about you out here. There may be rogue players who haven’t gotten the message that this is over.”

      I shivered at his ominous words and stepped closer to Nick as the two men jogged away from us.

      “You must be chilly.  Let’s get you inside,” Graeco said to me before turning to lead the way.

      The two remaining guards held the doors open for us to pass through, and then one of them moved past us to walk ahead of Graeco while the other fell in behind us.

      We had entered a long hallway with white walls, white tile flooring, and a white ceiling. The sterile lack of color gave off serious hospital vibes, and I half expected the air to smell of antiseptic. To my already frayed nerves, the narrow passage felt like confinement, and I grew more anxious the farther we went.

      As though he could sense my discomfort, Nick bumped his shoulder against mine and leaned in to whisper, “You okay?”

      I wasn’t, but I nodded anyway since I didn’t care to discuss my mental state in the presence of Graeco and his men. “Yeah. I just need to know Sage is safe, and then we can deal with everything else.”

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” Nick said, but I could see the worry in his eyes.

      We continued down the hall through three more locked doors, each of which required a phone call from Graeco to Francesca to activate the individual retinal scanner and authenticate his clearance since the building was still in lockdown.

      When we passed through the final locked door, we were escorted onto an elevator where an armed attendant stood waiting for our arrival. After a nod from Graeco, the man pushed an unmarked button on the elevator’s control panel, and our ascent began.

      The heavily fortified path we’d taken served as a stark contrast to the short hallway and single door I’d gone through to access the roof of the West Tower. The increased layers of protection led me to believe we must be headed for the lab or perhaps the security control center, but we exited the elevator into a lavish circular foyer.

      The walls surrounding us were covered in a white fabric that looked like silk, and in the center of the room sat a large, round table made of white marble. In the middle of the table was a massive white vase with the most elaborate floral display I’d ever seen. The colorful array towered above us, stretching up toward the glittering crystal chandelier that hung from the white domed ceiling.

      Directly across from us was another small elevator door with the letter P illuminated on the screen above it, and to our right was a plain white door with a large security panel beside it.

      To our left was a set of white doors with frosted glass panes, guarded on either side by men even larger than the ones who had escorted us on our journey.

      The red mist appeared around them like it had with Nick and the others, but seeing it was no less disconcerting. I was certain it must be some ill-effect caused by my own loss of blood or some trauma I’d suffered when I fell and hit my head, but I’d never heard of anything like it. I hoped maybe Nick would have an explanation once we could find a moment alone to discuss it.

      The guards swung the frosted glass doors open, and we passed through another foyer equally as grand and then into a large living space with a wall of glass overlooking Manhattan. The view was spectacular, but I barely noticed it. I couldn’t look away from the small group of people gathered nearby.

      I suppose I should have expected the red surrounding them, given what I’d seen with Nick, Graeco, and all the guards. But this mist was much more vivid, and their proximity to each other made it so dense that it seemed like they were shrouded in a cloud of blood.

      I gasped, my hand going to my stomach at the horror of the sight, and Nick immediately turned to me. “What? Aria? What’s wrong?”

      Every eye in the room seemed fixed on me as Gwen rushed forward from the group, her own red mist separating from the thick haze surrounding the others.

      Nick wrapped his arm around my shoulders and shifted his body to shield me from his mother and the rest of the crowd. Bending his head closer to mine, he whispered, “What happened? What is it?”

      Just like before, I felt the strongest conviction that I needed to keep quiet about what I was seeing, so I forced down my fear and revulsion with a thick swallow. “Nothing. It was nothing.”

      “Nicky, darling,” Gwen said as she approached us. “I heard you and Aria were attacked. What happened? Aria, how are you? Graeco said you were injured.”

      Nick continued staring at me, seemingly unassured by my response, but I looked past him to Gwen as I nudged him to release me. He honored the request with a grimace, turning so we could both face his mother.

      “I’m fine, thanks,” I told Gwen, hoping it was true. “Could you please direct me to a phone? I’d like to call and check on my daughter.”

      “There’s a phone in the study.” Nick nodded toward another set of French doors on the other side of the living room as he guided me forward with his hand at the small of my back. To his mother, he said, “We’ll be right back.”

      “Surely, Aria can manage to make a telephone call on her own.” Gwen’s sharp tone cut through the silence in the room. “I’ve asked you to tell me what happened, Nicolaas, and I’m still waiting for an answer.”

      Nick halted, angling his body to shield me again as he faced her. “And you’ll have one, as soon as we’ve been assured that our daughter is safe.”

      The air felt charged with the sudden tension between the two of them, but none of the other vampires seemed to notice. They all stood motionless, staring at me like I might be their next meal. I clutched Nick’s jacket tighter around me, certain they could smell the blood on my dress and on my skin.

      It took everything in me not to turn and run for the exit. I longed to flee their piercing stares and the blood-red vapors that enveloped them. Only my desperation to know that Sage was safe kept me from bolting.

      Getting to that phone was my priority, and the last thing I needed was a delay—and more attention drawn to me—caused by a conflict between Nick and his mother. So, I stepped closer to Nick and laid my hand on his chest. “Babe, it’s okay. Why don’t you fill your mom in while I go and check on our girl?”

      He opened his mouth to protest, but I stretched up to silence him with a quick kiss.

      “You’re needed here,” I whispered. “I’ll be fine.”

      His dark eyes were conflicted as they searched mine. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” I hoped I sounded more confident than I felt. In truth, it terrified me to be separated from him again. Especially with so many creepy bloodsuckers fixated on me. But I had to know if Sage was all right, and obviously, Gwen needed to know the same about her son. “Truth be told, I could use a moment alone to clear my head and catch my breath. I won’t be gone long.”

      He didn’t appear any more reassured, but he stepped back. “Leave the door to the study open, and if you need me, just call out and I can be there in seconds.”

      I nodded. “I will. Just don’t…you know…”

      My reminder for him to be discreet fell away with the awareness of everyone listening, but Nick understood.

      “I know,” he said. “I won’t.”
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      My wife was only going a few steps away, but every instinct told me to follow her. To go with her. To never let her leave my side again.

      The only thing that kept me in place was that she’d requested the time alone. That and the fact that I could see her clearly through the glass panes of the study doors. I wasn’t about to let her out of my sight.

      “Is she all right?” Mam asked as Aria walked away.

      Is she all right? No, not at all; not that I was going to tell my mother that.

      Aria had been fatally shot and somehow come back to life, but even after that, she’d seen something with Graeco and his men, and then again when we came into the penthouse. Something that made her skin go clammy and filled her eyes with fear.

      What had frightened her? It had to be more than just seeing vampires. She’d been surrounded by my kind at the memorial service and then again to some extent at the ball. She’d been fine with it. She’d done surprisingly well, in fact.

      What had she seen that made her go white as a sheet?

      “Nicolaas?” Mam stepped closer in front of me, wrenching my focus from my wife. “What in the realms is wrong with you? You still haven’t answered me. What happened to the two of you?”

      For the first time since we’d entered the penthouse, I took in my mother’s appearance.

      She’d changed out of the gown she’d worn to the ball earlier, and the expensive black suit she now wore did not give the impression of a woman whose home had been invaded but that of a CEO whose company had been vandalized. I knew the choice had been deliberate. No matter how shaken she may be by intruders in her personal space, the company—the Gilde—would always come first.

      Her gaze was stern, and I was torn between the need to go after my wife and the lifelong programming to answer to my mother.

      I looked toward the study again. Aria was speaking into the desktop phone’s receiver, so I assumed she must have reached Angie. Knowing she would update me on Sage as soon as she was done, I cleared my throat of the emotions clogging it and shifted my attention to Mam.

      “Earlier this evening, I stepped away from Aria to speak with Teo and Valentina. While I was gone, someone in a server’s uniform approached her. He said he’d been instructed to escort her to me. He led her to the rooftop terrace, where she was left stranded alone. When I learned of what she’d been told, I immediately went after her.”

      Mam turned to Graeco. “As they run through the footage of this evening, have them note anyone who spoke with my son’s wife. I want to know who took her to the roof.”

      Graeco lifted his phone to make the call, and Mam motioned for me to continue. “And then? What happened when you found her?”

      “As I approached Aria on the terrace, a Vardiyati shot at us with a crossbow. I took a hit in the shoulder,” I said, reaching to rub the scar, “and in the leg. I pursued him to the edge of the roof, but then he shifted and flew away.”

      My mother’s lips tightened, and fire flashed in her eyes. “A Vardiyati shot you. Twice.”

      “Yes.”

      “And Aria?” Mam looked down at my shirt, her nostrils flaring slightly. “That’s a lot of blood, and it isn’t all yours. What is she hiding beneath the death grip she has on that jacket? How bad is it?”

      I stared at my mother, wondering how to answer the question truthfully without betraying my wife.

      But before I could provide a response, Aria came rushing back into the room.

      “Nick, someone is following Angie and Sage.”

      “What?”

      “They went to the fabric shop before dinner, and Angie said there were two men parked outside who watched them walk to the car. Then, they went to the diner by her house, and those same two men came and had dinner there. She saw them drive by twice while they were at the ice cream place, but she didn’t see them when she left or on the way home. But then a little while ago, she looked out the window while Sage was in the tub, and there they were…parked on her street, watching her house.”

      I was already moving toward the door, spurred on by fear and rage. “Are they still there?”

      “No,” Aria said, right on my heels. “Angie called the cops, and they sent over a patrol car, but the men left before it got there. She hasn’t seen them return.”

      “Is Sage aware of any of this?” I asked, worried she would be frightened, especially after the recent scare she’d had with intruders in our own home.

      Aria shook her head. “Angie didn’t tell her about them, and she said Sage didn’t seem to notice. Sage is sleeping now, and Angie’s friends on the force said they’d run extra patrols down her street throughout the night. But what if it’s someone connected to the attacks here? What if they come back?”

      “Have my van brought around,” I called out to Graeco as I pushed the elevator call button. “And I need a phone I can use until mine can be replaced.”

      Mam’s heels clicked across the marble foyer behind me. “Where are you going?”

      “To get my daughter.”

      “But your friend said the girl is sleeping, and the men have left. They have the police patrolling. She doesn’t seem to be in any apparent danger.”

      I slammed my hand against the elevator call button, resisting the urge to slam my fist into the wall instead. “The Vardiyati were willing to go after my wife; who’s to say they wouldn’t go after my daughter as well?”

      “Oh, come on. Even if they were willing to court the consequences of going after a human child, you can’t seriously think they would ride around all night being so obvious in their surveillance of her only to wait and act in a neighborhood of mortals with the police involved? If anyone had meant her harm, they would have already acted.”

      “Maybe, but I’m not willing to assume she’s safe.”

      “Then, we’ll send a team to your friend’s house. If you truly think it’s all connected, you have no idea what you’re walking into. It could be a trap.”

      “If it’s a trap, then I need to get my daughter as far from it as possible.”

      “Don’t be foolish, Nicky. You’re an hour and a half away—an hour at best if you ignore the posted limits and traffic is light. I can have a security team there in minutes to ensure her safety.”

      “Do it. Get someone there as fast as possible.” I rattled off Angie’s address as I pushed the elevator button again. “Tell them to be discreet. I don’t want them swarming the house and freaking out the neighborhood.”

      Mam stepped forward, her hands clasped in front of her in a posture that signaled she was about to give a lecture.

      “Cariad, I understand you feel the need to be there, but we must consider the bigger picture.  Whatever might or might not have occurred with your friend and these men, the Gilde has been attacked tonight. We have a crisis to manage, and as the president of this organization, you’re needed here. It’s crucial you show our subordinates, our peers, and our enemies you’re up to the task of leadership.”

      I turned to face her. “I haven’t been sworn in and declared president yet, and we both know you’re perfectly capable of managing this or any other crisis.”

      “Yes, but the people who do know of your return—the most trusted among our ranks—will be looking to you. They’ll be watching how you handle this. Then there are the employees to consider. They’re shaken. They’ll want explanations, guidance, reassurance, and a clear plan. Many may doubt your commitment due to your recent…departure. But if you see them through this, it will go a long way in cementing your relationship with them.” She came another step closer.  “This moment will set the tone for how your tenure begins.”

      “Then let me make it clear so there’s no question where my priorities lie. When I am president, I will be there for our employees and strive to do what’s best for them and for the Gilde. But I grew up in a household where the company always came first, and I refuse to be that kind of parent or that kind of husband. My family will always come first, and I’m going to get my daughter.”

      Mam’s lips clamped shut, and the ominous flash in her dark eyes took me back to countless other stand-offs with her throughout my life. My mother would never tolerate defiance or insubordination in anyone else, but she’d been unable to stifle it in me.

      Beside me, Aria pushed the elevator call button several times in succession. “What is wrong with this elevator? What’s taking so long?”

      “The elevators are in lockdown,” Graeco said from behind my mother.

      Aria whirled to glare at him. “Are you kidding me? You’ve just been standing there watching us push the button and you knew it wasn’t going to come? What the hell?”

      She looked like she might lunge at him, and though I couldn’t blame her, we had no time to deal with the issues that would cause.

      “Call Francesca and get the elevator here as soon as possible,” I said to Graeco as I stepped between him and Aria. “And tell her to do whatever it takes to ensure we have no more obstacles in exiting.”

      In a clear show of his allegiance to my mother’s authority, Graeco looked to Mam. She knew he would, because she answered his unspoken question without her eyes ever leaving mine. “Release the elevator and have his vehicle brought around. Assemble a team immediately and send them to the address he gave. Have them report directly to Nicolaas.”

      “And the phone?” I asked. “Mine was destroyed on the roof.”

      “Er mwyn y Mawredd! Get him a damned phone,” she snapped, but when she looked from me to Aria, her gaze and her tone softened. “Aria, dear, please forgive me. The evening’s unexpected disruption has left me tense, and I haven’t shown you the proper compassion for what you’ve been through and what you’re going through. As a mother, I can’t imagine how worried you must be after everything that’s happened here tonight. I assure you those involved in compromising your safety will be dealt with swiftly. No one attacks a member of our family without retribution. I’ll be waiting to hear news of your daughter’s wellbeing. Let me know if there is anything else I can do to assist.”

      Without waiting for any response, she turned and walked back inside as Graeco ended his call.

      “I’ve spoken with Francesca,” he said. “The elevator is being unlocked. You’ll be greeted by a guard at the garage level and escorted out of the building so there’s no further delay. The guard will have a phone you can use for tonight, and I’ll have yours replaced again first thing in the morning.”

      “And the security team?”

      “Being arranged as we speak.”

      The elevator bell dinged, and Aria rushed inside the moment the doors opened.

      “Have the team’s lead call me as soon as they’re on their way,” I said to Graeco, then I followed my wife into the elevator before turning back to him. “Thank you.”

      Graeco nodded, his phone already back to his ear before the elevator doors had even closed.
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      As I navigated the streets of Manhattan to exit the city, Aria called Angie to tell her we were on our way.

      “You didn’t have to cut your evening short,” Angie said through the phone’s speaker. “I think we’re all good now. I haven’t seen them out there again since the patrol cars started coming ’round. And it may be nothing. It was just so odd how they kept turning up at all the same places we were, you know? At first, I thought it was coincidence, but the more I kept seeing them, the more concerned I got. Then, when they were parked right out here in front of the house, that’s when I figured I needed to call it in.”

      “You did the right thing,” Aria assured her.

      I leaned over closer to where Aria was holding the phone. “Hi Angie, Nick here. Have you ever seen that car before?”

      “No, not that I remember. It was a Lincoln. Late model. Nothing flashy. A deep, deep blue. Almost black. The windows were tinted real dark.”

      “What about the men? Ever seen either of them?”

      “Definitely not. They were big boys. Both well over six feet. They both had brown hair, and the one had a beard. If I had to guess, I’d say maybe brothers, based on how much they looked alike, but I don’t know either of them. They seemed like professionals. Just the way they moved, the way they dressed. Suits, both of them. But then again, if they were professionals, they probably wouldn’t have been so obvious, would they?”

      “Unless they wanted to be seen,” I murmured as I considered how the men’s presence might fit into the attacks on the Gilde.

      “And it’s not like I typically meet the partners of the women I help,” Angie continued. “It could very well be someone disgruntled by my work. Lord knows, I don’t have to tell either of you about that particular hazard of the job, do I? Not after what Aria went through.”

      The phone buzzed with a text notification, and Aria told Angie to hold on so she could read it to me.

      “It’s Graeco. He says the team will be there in fifteen minutes. Did you hear that, Ang? We have a security team coming. They’re gonna stay with you until we can get there.”

      “A security team? Why?”

      “It’s just a precaution,” Aria said. “Just to make sure you guys are safe until we can get there.”

      “We don’t want to take any chances,” I added. “It’s great that your friends are patrolling, but what if they get called away to an emergency and those men come back? Until we know who’s behind all this, I want you and Sage protected at all times.”

      “Oh. Okay,” Angie said with a tone of uncertainty. “If you really think that’s necessary.”

      Aria frowned at me as she tried to reassure her friend. “Like I said, it’s just a precaution. Nick’s family uses these security people all the time, so he asked them to come over and wait with you until we get there.”

      “All right,” Angie said, though she still didn’t sound too enthusiastic about it. “Nick’s family, you say? Does that mean they’re gonna be…I mean, you know, are they…um…?”

      “Vampires?” Aria looked to me, her brows lifting with the question.

      “Probably so,” I answered, “but we do have people on the payroll who aren’t, so I can’t say for sure without knowing who they’re sending.”

      “Oh.” Angie’s reluctance grew even more pronounced. “I see. I mean, that’s fine and all. It’s not a problem. Are they, um, are they planning to come inside?”

      “No,” Aria said, looking at me again. “They won’t come in; will they, Nick?”

      “No. That’s not necessary. They’ll keep watch from outside, Angie, and then once Aria and I get there, we’ll grab Sage and we can all head back to our place. I’d like for you to come with us.”

      “Why? What’s going on? What are you two not telling me?”

      Aria frowned again. “We just want to make sure you’re safe.”

      “Right,” Angie said. “But you know something you’re not saying, don’t you? Do you have an idea who these men were and why they were following us?”

      “No,” Aria said. “We don’t know who they were. We’ll be there soon, and we can talk more then, okay?”

      Once they’d ended the call, Aria pressed her palms to her brows with a loud groan.

      I reached over to lay my hand on the back of her neck, gently kneading the tight knots of tension there. “I take it you didn’t tell Angie what happened when you called her earlier.”

      “No. I didn’t want to worry her.”

      “Understandable, but downplaying the situation won’t help. You and I both know there’s a very good chance those men following Angie and Sage are part of the overall effort against my family. Don’t you think she needs to know that?”

      “What good will that do? She’s freaked out enough thinking humans are following her. You want me to tell her it’s probably supernatural shifters and one of them tried to kill me tonight? Should I mention that they got past your family’s high-tech security system and a literal team of guards while she sits home alone with our daughter? Or maybe you’d like me to point out that the friends she’s asked to patrol would likely be helpless against whoever this is? I’m sorry, but I don’t see how scaring her out of her wits will help anyone.”

      “I was simply suggesting she might like to know she wasn’t overreacting and that she needs to remain alert and watchful until the team can get there.”

      “I think she knows that. And can I just say I find it both comforting and bizarre that these security guys are able to get there so quickly? Why does your mother have a team who can be at Angie’s house in minutes? Who are these people?”

      “As you know, my family has a multitude of businesses and investments that fall under the umbrella of the Gilde. To protect those interests, we have a network of contacts all over the world who can be assembled as needed. Some are full-time employees, and others are freelancers. Their proximity to Angie’s house is simply logistics. With the Gilde’s main hub in Manhattan and my mother’s estate nearby in Garrison, we have a large concentration of resources in this general area. Graeco would have requested those who were closest to get them there quickly.”

      “So, they’re like bodyguards on call? Just waiting around in case the Gilde needs security?”

      “Security…and…other jobs…whatever might be needed.”

      “Oh. Right. Whatever’s needed. Sure. And these”—she made air quotes with her fingers—“other jobs...does that ever involve anything illegal?”

      Knowing she wouldn’t like the answer, I paused to consider how best to explain it, but she let me off the hook before I figured that out.

      “Never mind.” Setting the borrowed phone in one of the console’s cup holders, she laid her head back against the seat and looked out the window. “I don’t want to know. I swear the more I learn about your family, the more I’m convinced they’re like some kind of vampire mafia.”

      I grimaced at the level of truth in her statement. “You’re not exactly wrong.”

      She turned, tilting her head as she stared at me.

      “I can’t picture you being part of that. It’s not at all who you are.” Her voice softened. “It’s not who I know you to be, anyway.”

      Her gaze felt like a magnifying glass, and I hated that I’d ever given her any reason to question who I was. I wanted nothing more than to be the man she knew me to be.

      “It wasn’t a world I wanted to be part of. One of the many reasons I left it behind, my love.”

      “Yeah, but now you’re back in that world, and we’re in that world with you.” Clenching her fists in her lap, she shifted her gaze back to the window. “I swear, if anyone so much as touches even one hair on either Sage or Angie…”

      Her words fell away, but the rage that had been simmering inside me flared anew with the mere thought of our sweet girl being harmed.

      Since the moment she’d come into my life as a fireball of energy with bright red hair, freckles, and infectious laughter, I’d loved Sage as though she were my own. My ancestor’s curse had made fatherhood an impossible dream for me, but Sage had made it possible.

      I was grateful for every single second I’d been lucky enough to be her chosen father, and from the moment I’d first wiped away a tear from her cheek, I’d known I would annihilate anyone who ever dared to hurt her. Her or her mother.

      And now they were both in danger because of me.

      It pissed me off that I hadn’t seen the threat coming. I should have known better. My father’s death should have been a warning that we needed to be more vigilant. I’d cautioned my mother to do so, but I’d been so preoccupied with my body’s transition, the threat to my marriage, losing Papa, reuniting with Mam, and the sudden barrage of weighted decisions that I had failed to protect what was most precious to me. I’d been thinking like a human. I had let my guard down. And I’d almost lost them both because of it.

      I glanced over at Aria, thankful that she was still here. Still with me. She was alive.  She was safe. Our daughter would be as well.

      My gaze fell to the scar marring Aria’s chest, and I looked back to the road as I shuddered with the memory of her heart stopping. That silence had shattered me, and I feared it would haunt me for the rest of my days.

      What had brought her back? And how had she healed so quickly?

      I was almost scared to question it, lest the universe deem me ungrateful and take the gift away.

      So instead, I chose to focus my thoughts on what I would do when I found those responsible, fantasizing about all the ways I’d make them pay.

      “Nick! Watch out!” Aria braced both hands on the dashboard.

      “I see him,” I said, easily maneuvering around the slow-moving vehicle that had pulled out in front of us. “All under control.”

      “What’s gotten into you?” She eased her hands from the dash once we’d passed the car. “Don’t get me wrong. I want to get there as fast as you do. But for as long as I’ve known you, you’ve always been overly cautious behind the wheel. Now, instead of driving like someone’s grandpa, you’re driving like a Cullen, and it’s a little terrifying.”

      “I’m sorry I scared you. Keep in mind my vision is much sharper now, especially at night, and my reflexes are far more capable than they were before. So even though I’m driving fast, I assure you I’m not driving recklessly.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t know that I can pull off cheating death twice in one night.”

      “I’m not going to let anything else happen to you, Angel.”

      “Ugh!” She tossed her hands in the air as if to guard against my words. “Don’t say that! Don’t ever say that! You can’t keep bad things from happening. No one can, and when you say something like that, you’re tempting fate to prove you wrong.”

      “I’m not tempting⁠—”

      “Take it back!”

      “Aria—”

      “Take it back. Say aloud that you’re taking it back.”

      “All right, all right. I take it back.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest with a huff and turned to stare out the window.

      I hated that I’d upset her, but most of all, I hated that she was right. I couldn’t keep bad things from happening. To her or to Sage. But I was damned sure going to try.
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